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      LONDON – FEBRUARY, 1891

      The best suit that Cameron Oberlin owned was far from suitable enough for a concert at the Royal Albert Hall. Not even close. To begin with, he’d purchased it second-hand when John Dandie had hired him as a clerk at his law office. Not only was the style just out of date enough to be noticed, but the elbows and knees were embarrassingly threadbare. He stood in front of the warped and cracked mirror in the corner of his meager boarding house room and chewed his lip anxiously over the picture he made.

      It wasn’t good enough. Nothing about him was good enough. He was a shambles as a clerk, he looked more like a vagabond than a concert-goer as he adjusted his tie and smoothed his blond hair back, and he was a failure as a son, as the letter on the beat-up bureau behind him attested. He sighed at his reflection and tried once again to brush over the elbows of his suit jacket, hoping the fabric would somehow magically knit itself back together. But if he couldn’t expect his life to knit itself back together, what could he expect from a suit?

      Frowning, he turned away from the mirror and went to the bureau to fetch his pocket watch and hat. He checked the watch, relieved that he had enough time to make it to the concert hall so that he could meet up with John Dandie at the appointed hour, then slipped the fancy piece into his jacket pocket. He couldn’t afford a watch fob, so there would be no wearing the watch as a display piece. He wasn’t sure he wanted the thing on display anyhow, considering how he’d gotten it. He should have sold it and sent the money to his parents, but if they knew the source of that money, they would have sent it back, along with all his other letters.

      Cameron let out a sigh as he touched the latest letter to his mother that had been returned. Inside the envelope she’d sent him was the letter he’d written to her two weeks ago, still sealed. His mother hadn’t read a single one of his pleas for understanding and his insistence that he still loved her, even if she’d rejected him as perverted and broken. Strangely enough, she never had a problem opening the letters he sent home once a month with the lion’s share of his salary from working for John Dandie. He didn’t fool himself to think anyone in his family actually read the sentiments in those letters, though. They only cared about the cash.

      There was no point in dawdling in his room, eating his heart out over the past and the family he’d lost. He had an important job to do. John Dandie was relying on him to help discover the whereabouts of Lady Selby, wife of Blake Williamson, the Duke of Selby, who was now living openly with his lover, playwright Niall Cristofori. Well, openly to members of The Brotherhood—a discreet organization that provided a social life and protection for men in London who fancied other men. Cameron was a member of The Brotherhood at John Dandie’s insistence. He doubted he’d have had the nerve to set foot in the same circles as most of the members on his own.

      He headed out of his room, shutting the door carefully behind him so as to make as little noise as possible. For as long as he’d known the truth about himself, he’d found that being as quiet as possible and drawing no attention to himself was the only way to get by. He practically tip-toed down the hall and past the rooms of other boarders to the stairs, then walked as softly as he could down to the front hall, putting on his winter coat and hat as he did.

      He’d almost made it to the door when the stern voice of his landlady, Mrs. Fielding, stopped him with, “Mr. Oberlin, just where are you going at this late hour?”

      Cameron cringed and turned to face the stout, grey-haired woman as though he’d been caught doing far more than simply going to a concert for the night. He swept his bowler hat from his head, worried the brim through his fingers and said, “Good evening, Mrs. Fielding. I was just on my way out to a concert at the Royal Albert Hall.”

      Mrs. Fielding glared at him. “Do not toy with me, boy,” she snapped. “Since when does a country rube like you attend events in high society?”

      Cameron swallowed hard. “M-my employer, Mr. John Dandie, has requested I attend tonight. It’s the premier of an associate of ours, you see. Mr. Samuel Percy. M-mr. Percy is part of an investigation Mr. Dandie is currently undertaking, and…and business will be discussed tonight.”

      It was a lame explanation. Cameron felt as though he’d said more than he should and not enough to make a lick of sense at the same time. And judging by the way Mrs. Fielding crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at him, she didn’t believe a word of it.

      “How much is that Mr. Dandie paying you?” she asked, narrowing her eyes even more. “Because it strikes me as odd that a man as fancy as he is should have a clerk who can barely afford to pay his rent on time and who walks about looking like he stepped out of the rag bag.”

      Cameron chewed his lip and nearly crushed the brim of his hat. “I send a great deal of my earnings home,” he mumbled.

      “Earnings, you say?” Mrs. Fielding radiated disapproval. “Just you be sure you’re not gaining those earnings in evil ways, Mr. Oberlin. I don’t give lodgings to telegraph boys.”

      “Oh, no, Mrs. Fielding.” Cameron feigned extreme shock. “How could you even think such a thing? I-I have a girl back in Derbyshire, you see.” It was a blatant lie, and since Cameron was terrible at lying, his face went bright pink. But Cameron was masculine enough to pass as normal, in spite of being shy, and most people would rather have believed a soothing lie than a disturbing truth. And as it turned out, he had worked as a telegraph boy when he’d first come to London. With everything that implied.

      Mrs. Fielding hummed suspiciously. “You just watch that company you keep, boy. Everyone knows that there’s more dandy in that John Dandie than meets the eye. Your employer is likely to be arrested on charges of indecency one of these days, and then what will you do to pay your rent?”

      Cameron had worried about the same thing himself for far longer than he wanted to admit. Not that John would ever do anything foolish enough to have himself arrested, but there was no guarantee he would employ Cameron forever. Particularly since Cameron considered himself rubbish with basic tasks, such as filing and using the new typing machines. He knew full well from past experience that, if it should come to it again, he could fetch a good price as a rent boy, but his heart would never be in that sort of activity. He wanted a calm, domestic life, like some of the couples living in Darlington Gardens had. He wanted love and affection, not just pleasure and risk.

      “Are you daft, boy?” Mrs. Fielding snapped, jerking him out of his thoughts. “Did you not hear me? It’s high time you found another employer. One that won’t threaten your immortal soul.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Fielding.” Cameron nodded and bowed to her as he inched toward the door. He plunked his hat back on his head. “If you will excuse me, I really must be going.”

      He edged his way out the door and into the dreary, February evening as Mrs. Fielding snorted and shook her head in disapproval.

      Cameron’s boarding house in Clerkenwell was a long way from the Royal Albert Hall in Kensington, but John had provided him with fare for an omnibus to take him across town so that he wouldn’t be late. Cameron was grateful for John’s generosity, but it made him uncomfortable. He would never be able to pay John back. For anything. John had found him and taken him in when he’d landed in London the year before, after the scandal that had wrenched him from his home and everything he’d ever known. Cameron had known nothing about navigating life in a city, nothing about working as a clerk, and absolutely nothing about the underground society of men like him and all the ways they looked out for each other. He didn’t know what would have become of him if not for the chance meeting with John when he delivered a telegram to his office.

      Now here he was, wearing a suit and whizzing across London on a crowded omnibus with an evening among high society in front of him. That was all amazing in and of itself, but the true wonder of the evening was the company he would be keeping.

      He spotted Mr. Samuel Percy nearly immediately after hopping off the omnibus and walking the rest of the way down the block to the Royal Albert Hall, and his heart and cock reacted to the sight of the man. John had introduced them at The Chameleon Club—the club on Park Lane reserved for members of The Brotherhood—months ago, and Cameron had been enthralled by the tall, handsome composer at once. Samuel was everything Cameron wasn’t. He was bold, outspoken, and jovial. He interacted with people easily, laughed loudly, and could converse with anyone at all. Samuel was also black, with eyes like pools of midnight, broad shoulders, and long, muscular legs that his trousers did little to conceal the tempting shape of.

      But it was the way Samuel treated him that had sent Cameron’s thoughts into dangerous territory from the moment they’d first met.

      “Look who’s here at last,” Samuel boomed, smiling broadly and holding out an arm to welcome Cameron into the circle of friends that consisted of him, John, and Niall. “And looking a treat, I might add.”

      Samuel swept Cameron with a look that said he wouldn’t mind escorting him to a dark corner, bending him over, pulling down his trousers, and fucking him until they were both dizzy with pleasure. He was that obvious, in spite of the crowd of theater goers around them. And, Lord help him, Cameron would have willingly gone with the fascinating man and done anything he said just for the honor of basking in his presence.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Samuel continued to tease him as Cameron stood awkwardly at the edge of the group.

      “I…er…um….” Cameron couldn’t think of a thing to say. He was in so far over his head that he couldn’t see the light above the water. Not just where Samuel was concerned, but with society in general.

      “You really need to stop teasing the poor lad,” John admonished Samuel with a laugh. “He’s shy.”

      Cameron was far more than just that, but he let John pretend he was simple so he wouldn’t have to argue.

      “We were just discussing how there has been no sign of Lady Selby or Lord Stanley for a week,” John informed Cameron, switching to business. Lord Stanley was Blake Williamson’s five-year-old son and heir, with whom Lady Selby had run off. Blake was desperate to get his son back. So much so that he’d exposed himself to ridicule and the possibility of arrest by appearing at a public ball just over a fortnight ago, even though news of his devotion to Niall had spread like wildfire through high society.

      “The best lead we could possibly hope for is to discover the identity of the nurse who is caring for Alan,” Niall said, his frown showing how frustrated he was with the situation.

      “And no one has been able to discover the woman’s identity yet?” John asked.

      Niall shook his head. “She’s evasive.”

      “I thought I’d figured out who she was two days ago,” Cameron added, though he felt awkward talking about his most recent failure at work in front of Samuel. “But it turned out not to be her.”

      “I thought you had her,” John said with a consoling smile.

      “You’ll figure her out yet,” Samuel said, thumping Cameron’s back.

      Cameron went hot all over at the contact and turned his head away to hide his bashful grin.

      “In the meantime,” Samuel went on, as though he didn’t notice Cameron at all, “I’m still making inquiries about my sister. If Ian Archibald is her prisoner in some way, she would tell me.”

      Ian Archibald was Lady Selby’s lover and coconspirator in keeping Lord Stanley away from Blake. He’d been kidnapped from Hyde Park about a week ago—at least, that was what it had looked like to those who had witnessed Ian being dragged into Samuel’s sister’s carriage. They’d been able to determine that the woman who called herself The Black Widow was indeed Samuel’s sister. Cameron had been the one to identify the carriage as belonging to the late Mr. Thorne—a wealthy and eccentric collector of the exotic who had an estate near where Cameron had grown up, in Derby. Ian had apparently been working for Samantha Thorne to retrieve an Egyptian medallion to complete one of her collections, and because he owed her a great deal of money. But they hadn’t worked out what for or why The Black Widow would still want to keep Ian a prisoner.

      “I’ve invited Sammy to the concert tonight,” Samuel went on. “If she’s still in London, she won’t be able to resist coming out to see her twin brother debut his latest symphony in a venue like this.” He turned to nod up at the Royal Albert Hall as though it were an adversary he’d finally gotten the better of.

      Indeed, Cameron was utterly amazed that a place as hoity-toity as the Royal Albert Hall would debut a work by a black composer. It gave him hope that the world was truly changing. Women were gaining more rights with every day, men like him were able to live quiet but respectable lives, provided they didn’t draw attention to themselves, and a black man was being celebrated as a musical genius. The world was a hopeful place indeed.

      “With any luck,” John said, “we’ll nab The Black Widow tonight, and by tomorrow we’ll discover the identity of that nanny.”

      “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to reunite Alan with his family,” Niall said with a wistful sigh. “You don’t know how difficult it’s been to watch Blake tie himself in knots of guilt and regret. All I want to do is make our family whole so that we can go on together and live in peace.”

      “I know, my friend, I know.” John patted Niall’s shoulder.

      “If you want to find the people you’re looking for, you should have hired an expert from the beginning,” a new voice joined the conversation.

      They all turned to find the short but powerful figure of Detective Arthur Gleason sidling up to their group. Gleason wore a sly smile that he directed immediately to John. John’s back went up in an instant, and even though he glared at Gleason, Cameron was certain anyone for miles around could sense the sexual tension between the two men.

      “This will be interesting,” Samuel murmured close to Cameron’s ear.

      Cameron flushed even hotter at the whisper of Samuel’s breath against him and nodded, giving his attention to Gleason and John.

      John sighed. “What do you want, Gleason?” he snapped.

      “The same things as ever,” Gleason said with a half shrug, raking John from head to toe with a look that undressed him. The look was salacious enough that Cameron jerked his head this way and that, praying that no one was observing them. Fortunately, they didn’t appear to be.

      “You’re not welcome here,” John told Gleason with a frown. “You’re not needed in this investigation.”

      “I think I am,” Gleason said. “After all, you’re a solicitor, not a detective. Shouldn’t you be trying cases or helping men make their wills?”

      “I’m not that kind of a solicitor,” John said, crossing his arms and challenging Gleason with a stare. “But if you must know, I have a full caseload of exactly those sorts of wills and contracts and business dealings in addition to this case, which I have taken on for a friend.”

      “He’s definitely on the back foot,” Samuel muttered to Cameron again, sliding so close their arms nearly touched. “He wouldn’t brag about his caseload if he wasn’t trying to impress the bastard.”

      Cameron agreed. John wasn’t exactly subtle in his feelings for Gleason—if lust could be considered a feeling.

      “You need to find the nanny,” Gleason went on, so confident that he didn’t even bother saying whose nanny or why they needed to find her. He shrugged. “I can have her name, her family, where she grew up, her education, and her previous employment by tomorrow afternoon, if you’d let me in.”

      “I’m not letting you in anywhere,” John said. “You have a tendency to back the wrong horse.”

      “Yes, and what exactly do you know about your former employer, my sister’s, whereabouts, eh, Gleason?” Samuel challenged him, but with a cheeky grin instead of John’s intense stare.

      “I stopped working for your sister the moment I realized her intentions weren’t pure,” Gleason told Samuel with more respect than he was showing John. “Where she is now is her business.”

      “But you could have that information for us by tomorrow afternoon, and Ian Archibald’s location as well, if you so choose,” Samuel teased him. He nudged Cameron’s arm, as if he were in on the joke too.

      Cameron gently touched the spot Samuel had nudged, wondering if he would ever stop feeling excited every time Samuel so much as brushed against him.

      “My money is on your sister already being back in Derby,” Gleason said, then faced John again. “As for your little problem….”

      He didn’t have a chance to finish. The doors to the Royal Albert Hall were opened, and the concert-goers who were waiting around for entrance surged to the door.

      “Gentlemen, shall we take our seats to bask in my glory?” Samuel asked them all with a gloating smile.

      “I think that’s a grand idea,” John said. He spared a final glare for Gleason before turning his back on him and mounting the stairs to the front door with Cameron and the others.

      Cameron’s heart sped up. He’d never dreamed he’d be able to afford to step foot inside the Royal Albert Hall. Not once in his life had he thought he’d be permitted into a place so opulent. The closer they grew to the entrance, the more he was convinced they would take one look at his shabby suit and battered hat and throw him back into the gutter.

      Indeed, when they reached the door and the usher stepped into their path with a glare, Cameron was certain the moment of humiliation had come.

      “He can’t come in here,” the usher said with a sneer.

      “I beg your pardon?” John said, affronted.

      “His kind aren’t allowed in decent company.” The usher sniffed, curled his lip, and stared down his nose.

      But it wasn’t Cameron he looked disgusted with; it was Samuel.
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      Few things were as exciting as having one’s composition premiered at the Royal Albert Hall. Particularly when one’s mother worked on the Caribbean sugar plantation where one’s great-grandparents had been enslaved. Samuel was ridiculously proud of himself for achieving such an honor after years of hard work, and rejection—not because of any lack of talent, but because of the color of his skin—rankled him. He’d made the right friends—including his late father’s family—and shook the right hands to get where he was, and he fully intended to bask in the accomplishment, even if it made him seem like an arrogant prick.

      He also fully intended to bask in the enjoyment of having the gorgeous, timorous, virile presence of Cameron Oberlin at his side in his moment of triumph. Cameron was a tasty morsel that he’d been wanting to take a bite of for months. He was everything Samuel loved—reserved, yet masculine, fit as any dancer, yet youthful in appearance, and unsure of himself, but brimming with potential. Samuel wanted to bring the young man out of his shell, and out of his trousers, and out of his skin with pleasure, if he were being honest.

      He could tell that Cameron was nervous to be so close to him as they stood side-by-side, watching John and Gleason spar with each other. That was another amusement Samuel could have watched for hours. As far as he could see, John and Gleason were involved in the longest stretch of foreplay he’d ever seen two people engage in.

      He wouldn’t have minded a bit of teasing and foreplay with Cameron himself. As they mounted the stairs to make their way into the Royal Albert Hall, he devised at least half a dozen different scenarios whereby he could coax Cameron into indulging in a bit of an afterparty, once the concert was done, so that he could make the night the most triumphant of his life.

      His thoughts were absorbed in indulgent bliss so much that he didn’t see the crushing blow coming until the hammer had already fallen.

      “Excuse me, young man,” Samuel addressed the usher, even though the man was of an age with him. “You seem to be ignorant of whom you are speaking to.” He wasn’t certain he’d spoken entirely correctly, but the more important he sounded, the more the usher was likely to back down.

      Except that instead of being intimidated by Samuel’s confidence and booming voice, the usher appeared to dig in his heels. He crossed his arms and said, “No negroes allowed.”

      “This particular negro is the composer of one of tonight’s works,” Samuel informed the louse, pulling himself up to his full height.

      The usher snorted. “A likely story. A negro? Composing music? This isn’t a third-rate music hall.” He sniffed again, then made a shooing gesture. “Run along now, boy.”

      Samuel saw red. It took every ounce of restraint and dignity he had not to punch the supercilious usher in his stubby nose. Doing that would only end with him being the one arrested, unfair though it would be. But there was something about being challenged with Cameron standing right by him that embarrassed Samuel more than a simple dismissal ever could.

      “I demand to see your manager,” he told the usher in as even a voice as he could manage.

      The usher merely sneered at him.

      “He’s telling the truth,” Niall said, stepping forward. “Do you know who I am?”

      “No,” the usher said firmly, arms crossed.

      “That’s Niall Cristofori, the playwright,” a patron passing behind the usher said.

      Samuel was grateful for the interruption, but not so much when the smug man stood back to watch the confrontation, as if getting a show before the show. In fact, several people had gathered around to see what was going on.

      “I don’t care if he’s Prince Albert himself,” the usher said. “No negroes are getting in this vaulted establishment while I’m on duty.”

      The man must have intended to say “vaunted” establishment. Samuel would have rolled his eyes at the man’s manner if it weren’t so humiliating for him.

      “I’ll give you one last chance to pull out that stick that you so obviously have up your arse and give me admittance,” Samuel said in as threatening a voice as he could.

      He peeked at Cameron, hoping and praying that the younger man would be impressed by his boldness and not embarrassed to be seen with him. Cameron most certainly looked embarrassed, but no more than he usually did, bless the man.

      “Call for the manager, or the conductor, or the concert master,” Gleason suggested, stepping up on Samuel’s other side. “Call for anyone with more authority than this dolt. Either that, or we’ll call for the police to sort it out.”

      “Here, now, that won’t be necessary,” the usher said, starting to look nervous.

      It irritated Samuel to no end that the man wasn’t intimidated by his size and presence, but the color of Gleason’s skin made the usher doubt himself.

      They were saved from even more embarrassment when an older gentleman in a suit that was nicer than the usher’s uniform, but not as nice as the patrons attending the concert, stepped up behind the usher. “What seems to be the problem, Jenkins?”

      “This negro, sir,” the usher said. “Says he’s the composer of tonight’s concert.” He laughed as though it were a lark.

      Samuel stepped closer to the older man. “Samuel Percy, at your service,” he said, extending a hand.

      “Oh!” The older man adjusted the glasses he wore, sweeping Samuel with an assessing look. “And do you have any proof of that?”

      The usher suddenly looked uncertain. Samuel seethed with indignation.

      “We’re proof of that,” Niall said. “We all vouch for him.”

      “And who are you?” the older man—who Samuel was beginning to suspect was the manager—asked.

      “Niall Cristofori, the playwright,” Niall growled.

      “John Dandie, solicitor,” John answered.

      “Detective Arthur Gleason,” Gleason put in.

      The manager turned to Cameron. Cameron mumbled, “I’m nobody.”

      Samuel’s anger flashed suddenly to sentiment. He wanted to reach out and take Cameron’s hand, but knew that would only complicate things.

      “And do you have tickets?” the manager asked.

      Samuel huffed impatiently and reached into his pocket. John, Niall, and Gleason did the same. The manager scrutinized the tickets they held, pursed his lips, looked uncertainly from Samuel to John to the others, then back at Samuel.

      “All right. I’ll allow you to enter. But I will be checking with the conductor of tonight’s work, and if he cannot identify you as genuine, I will call the police.”

      Samuel was livid, but at least the manager and the usher stepped aside and let him in. His spirits, which had been soaring high just moments before, felt as though they’d been struck by an arrow in mid-flight and plummeted to the ground. He stormed through the lobby of the theater, too frustrated to speak with the others, and searched for the correct door that would take him to the box that had been set aside for him and his friends for the evening.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Cameron mumbled once they found the correct stairway and started up. “People treat me like that all the time.”

      Samuel laughed bitterly and pulled away from him. “And why would they do that? You’re a handsome, blond-haired, blue-eyed Adonis with a mouth made for sin. Who would ever turn you away as if you were a mangy dog in the street?”

      Cameron nearly missed a step, his shapely mouth dropping open in shock. Samuel felt too much bitterness in his heart to stop for the lad, even though a strong burst of guilt hit him as he marched on and around the corner once he made it to the top of the stairs. He stomped down the hallway to the entrance to their box, not in a mood to speak to anyone.

      To make matters worse, once he climbed down the stairs in the box to look out over the house to see how well-attended the concert would be, he spotted the manager having a word with one of the violinists tuning up on the stage. The violinist turned to squint at Samuel in the box, then nodded to the manager and said something, evidently confirming his identity. The manager scowled up at Samuel—who drew himself to his full height, hoping he looked like a king surveying his kingdom—then asked fully three other musicians to confirm who he was before dropping his shoulders and marching off the stage.

      It was too much for Samuel. What should have been a moment of triumph had been spoiled beyond recognition. He moved to one of the back corners of the box, taking a seat and eschewing the conversation of his friends as more of them arrived. Instead, he occupied himself scanning the other boxes, hoping he’d see Sammy in one of them.

      He hadn’t just invited his sister to brag about his accomplishments to her. Sammy had enough accomplishments under her belt to match his when it came to infiltrating high society. She’d married an astoundingly wealthy man with homes in Derby, London, and the Isle of Wight. She’d managed to hold the reins of her husband’s power once he passed. And she’d done it all while maintaining a place in society. To a degree, at least. She would never be accepted in some circles, but she’d fully conquered others.

      He, on the other hand, despised the same people who should have been falling all over themselves to befriend a composer of his renown. None of them deserved the esteem they held. The only thing they’d done to earn it was to be born to the right family. Those people would never accept him, so he had made it his mission to live his life however he wanted, especially in ways they wouldn’t have approved of, loving whomever he wanted to, whenever he wanted to, and thumbing his nose at so-called morality.

      The burst of energy those thoughts brought with them died down quickly, leaving Samuel to feel like a lost child as he searched through the growing crowd in the theater for his sister. He didn’t see her among the sea of the nobility as they crowded into boxes, though. And Sammy most definitely would have stood out.

      Eventually, his gaze shifted from the other boxes to his own. More specifically, it shifted to watching Cameron. The young man was out of his depth. He sat uneasily in his chair, two rows down from the seat Samuel had taken. His suit was a disgrace, but at least he wore it well. The anxiety in Cameron’s eyes was enough to break Samuel’s heart, which calmed his fury a bit. Even when some of Samuel’s musical friends attempted to speak to the lad—friends who were about as intimidating as bunnies on the moors in spring—Cameron stammered and shied away from them. It was a terrible shame too. As far as Samuel could see, Cameron was everything a man could want in a companion and a friend. He suspected that Cameron could be everything a man would want in a lover as well.

      The orchestra began to tune, and the lights were brought down in the house just at that convenient moment—a relatively new innovation in theaters across Europe that Samuel approved of. If he wasn’t going to be able to enjoy the victory of his premier, at least he could enjoy the way his trousers grew tight as he studied Cameron’s profile in the dimming theater light. The man truly did have the most alluring mouth. Samuel could just imagine what it would feel like stretched over his cock.

      He shifted in his seat, spreading his legs a bit to give his prick and his imagination room to grow, as the audience applauded the conductor, as he took the stage. Carnal thoughts might have been inconvenient and inappropriate in a concert hall, but they were a damn sight better than wallowing in the sting of prejudice. The opening bars of his symphony might have been new, and hopefully magical, to the audience, but the music was familiar to him. As familiar as the feeling of need that pulsed through him. If he’d thought he could get away with it, he would have unfastened his trousers and treated himself to a sinful wank while watching Cameron’s reaction to his music.

      As the first movement gave way to the second, Samuel wasn’t certain what Cameron thought. The man’s eyes remained round, but he wriggled in distress, glancing around uncomfortably. Samuel wondered if the man had ever attended a concert of any sort before. He knew from John that Cameron was a country boy, and that he’d only come to the city recently. He was unrefined, but eager. And Samuel was a fanatic about eagerness.

      When the second movement advanced to the third, Cameron surprised him by getting up and scurrying clumsily up through the box to the door. He made a quiet exit, but it still felt like a defeat of some sort to Samuel. Unless the exit was meant for something else entirely.

      Heart racing with danger and arousal, Samuel got up and subtly followed Cameron out of the box. The hall running behind the boxes was empty. Cameron was already near the far end of the hall, searching for something, and trying various doors. Samuel followed him with a grin, charmed by the realization that Cameron was looking for a toilet. The adorable young man must have forgotten to go before departing for the concert, like any green child would. And as far as Samuel was concerned, that was the perfect opportunity for him.

      He walked to the toilet’s door, then checked up and down the hallway to make certain no one was observing before stepping in. The room was small, but designed for multiple occupants. It also had a lock for the door, which Samuel turned so he and Cameron wouldn’t be disturbed. And sure enough, the sound of pissing came from behind a partition. Samuel moved to lean against a counter with a washbasin, crossing his arms and waiting.

      Cameron was still fastening his trousers when he stepped out from behind the partition.

      “I don’t think you need to bother with that,” Samuel told him with a rakish grin. “They’ll just be undone again in a few minutes anyhow.”

      Cameron jumped and gasped, grabbing onto the partition as though he would fall over in shock if he didn’t. “You frightened me,” he gulped, pulling himself straight.

      “Yes, I suspect I’ve frightened you all along,” Samuel said, raking him with a heated glance. “But you’ve no need to be frightened of me, Cameron. I’m very nice, I promise.”

      He was being unforgivable and aggressive, he knew, but it was a gamble he was willing to make. Cameron clearly didn’t have the experience to know what to think of his overt sensuality. But after the evening he’d had, after the humiliation he’d experienced, Samuel wanted something to make him feel good. He wanted something wicked and wild that represented making a rude gesture at society. And what better way to spit in the eye of the so-called upright and proper set than to commit buggery in what could be considered a temple to the ruling class.

      “Come here and give us a kiss, love,” he teased Cameron, beckoning to him with a crooked finger.

      Cameron’s sinful mouth dropped open, and he glanced to the door. “We…we can’t,” he whispered.

      “I’ve locked the door,” Samuel said. “No one can get in and no one can see us. You know you’ve been wanting to be in this situation with me for ages.”

      “Um…I….” Cameron inched forward, a spark of temptation in his eyes. He neither confirmed nor denied Samuel’s bold statement.

      Samuel pushed away from the counter. “Wouldn’t you like a kiss and a fumble?” he asked, moving steadily toward Cameron. “Aren’t you curious?”

      “Er…well…um…I am a little curious, yes,” Cameron said, his voice shaking.

      “We’ve been doing this dance for months.” Samuel reached him, and when Cameron didn’t back away, he slipped his arms around Cameron’s trim waist, dropping his hands to caress Cameron’s firm backside. It was delicious too. Samuel wanted full, unfettered access to it as soon as possible. “Do you like that?” he asked in a purr, meeting Cameron’s eyes.

      Cameron swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bouncing. He didn’t answer with words, but he did nod tightly.

      “I bet you’d like to know what a black man’s cock tastes like too,” Samuel went on, blood racing, trousers so tight he couldn’t wait to unbutton them as soon as Cameron was on his knees.

      Instead of rushing into the position, Cameron’s eyes went wide, and he looked a little hurt. “You’re only propositioning me because you feel bad about being snubbed.”

      Samuel’s throat constricted, and his heart stung in his chest. He opened his mouth to make a sly, suggestive retort, but found he couldn’t. He couldn’t, because Cameron was right. The young man had seen through him as though he were glass.

      “Yes,” he went on, massaging Cameron’s arse and pressing their hips together so Cameron could feel his erection. “I do feel bad. But you could make me feel good.” He brought his mouth closer to Cameron’s.

      “But how would that make me feel?” Cameron asked in a whisper, avoiding his mouth.

      The second blow was even harder than the first. How would it make Cameron feel? Like he was just a convenient mouth to suck him off because he felt morose? Samuel had spent months flirting with Cameron and fantasizing about him while beating himself off before bed at night. Did he really want to ruin it all now by demanding something Cameron might not be ready to give?

      Although, what if the lad were ready, but he needed a little coaxing along to let him know it was allowed?

      “I would hope it’d make you feel good too,” Samuel cooed, raising one of his hands to caress Cameron’s face. “Wouldn’t you like to feel good with me?”

      He took a risk and slanted his mouth over Cameron’s, stealing the kiss he’d been dreaming about for months. Cameron made a sound of surprise and pleasure in the back of his throat, but his body remained tense. It stayed tense, even when Cameron slid his arms over Samuel’s shoulders, giving in and letting himself be kissed into oblivion. And Samuel did just that. He’d waited too long not to explore Cameron’s mouth fully or to thrust his tongue alongside Cameron’s.

      It wasn’t nearly enough. He reached a hand between them, fumbling with the half-done fastenings of Cameron’s trousers so he could slip his hand in to caress the lad’s cock. Cameron let out a cry of pleasure, and when he tilted his head back, Samuel switched to kissing and licking his neck. The tension in Cameron’s body was beautiful, and Samuel caught himself wondering how Cameron would feel once all that tension was released and he was satisfied.

      He had just started to stroke Cameron’s cock in earnest when the handle on the door rattled, as if someone were trying to enter. Cameron cried out with far more fear than lust and yanked away from Samuel, flushed and shaking. Samuel turned to the door as well, praying that the lock did what it was supposed to do.
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      A handful of seconds. That was all it had taken for Cameron to land himself back in the same situation that had driven him from Derby. He’d been tempted by Samuel—more than tempted, if he were honest—he’d let his guard down and given in to pleasure for just a few seconds, and he’d ended up a heartbeat away from disaster. He could only thank God that Samuel had thought to lock the door before advancing on him.

      The door handle rattled again, and Cameron held his breath. He backpedaled away from the door, glancing anxiously to the partition, wondering if it would be enough for him to hide behind. He couldn’t be caught again, he just couldn’t. London was the last resort for men like him. If he were shamed away from London, where would he go?

      The door handle rattled a third time, and a muffled curse sounded from the other side.

      “Occupied,” Samuel called to the door in his booming voice. “And believe me, you truly do not wish to come in here at the moment.”

      The voice from the hall exclaimed something muffled, then whoever it was walked away.

      Samuel chuckled, then turned back to Cameron. “Works every time,” he said with a cunning grin. “We’ll let the man’s imagination come up with all the reasons he doesn’t want to enter.” He started back toward Cameron, his grin turning seductive once more. “Now, where were we?”

      Cameron let Samuel come close enough to slide an arm around his waist and slant his mouth over his. Samuel was an accomplished kisser, as Cameron had somehow guessed he would be. He was tender, but demanding, and under different circumstances, Cameron might have been convinced to let the kissing go on for much longer and lead to something more. But the near miss of almost being caught was too much.

      With a whimper, he pulled away from Samuel and marched across the room to the door. “No, we can’t,” he said, tucking himself fully back into his trousers and fastening them with shaking hands. It was devilishly uncomfortable, considering he was still hard.

      “Who says we can’t?” Samuel pursued him across the room. “I’ve seen the way you’ve watched me these past few months, Cameron. I know you want me.”

      “I do,” Cameron said before he could think better of it.

      “And I’ve wanted you right from the start too,” Samuel said, striding up to him until Cameron was forced to turn and press his back against the door. “So why not act on all that desire?” He brushed his hand along Cameron’s hot cheek.

      “We’re in a public place.” Cameron scrambled to find reasons that would contradict his caution and allow him to do what, if he were honest with himself, he really wanted to do.

      Samuel shrugged. “Hasn’t stopped me before.”

      Cameron gaped at him. “It hasn’t?”

      “Why would it?” Samuel leaned closer to him, brushing his lips across Cameron’s neck. Cameron sucked in a breath and leaned his head back, giving Samuel better access. “Don’t you love the thrill of danger involved in the whole thing?” he asked. “Doesn’t the possibility of being caught excite you?”

      The lust pounding through Cameron deflated a bit. “No, actually,” he said, managing to squirm away from Samuel and the door. “Getting caught is what landed me in gallons of hot water to begin with.”

      Samuel blinked in surprise, then frowned. “You won’t be caught this time,” he said. “I can promise you that.”

      Cameron’s mouth pulled into a lopsided half-smile. “If you can guarantee we won’t be caught, then where is the danger in wondering if we will be caught?”

      Samuel’s mouth hung open for a moment as though he were puzzling out that riddle.

      Cameron didn’t wait for him to come up with an answer. “I’m sorry. You’re very lovely, and maybe some other time I’d like to….” He flailed his hand, hoping Samuel would understand what that meant. “But not at the Royal Albert Hall, and not tonight. I’m very sorry.”

      He took a breath to help him work up the gumption to march past Samuel, unlock the door, and step out into the hall.

      “Cameron, wait,” Samuel called after him. Cameron picked up his pace, more worried than ever that any scene Samuel caused would land
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